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The administration of Argentine President Fernando de la Rua admits that the lingering economic
recession is causing significant "social tension" in the country. Hit by worsening employment data,
the administration has launched a massive anti-poverty program, Solidaridad. In mid-July, de la
Rua, concerned about the social situation, told Argentine Caritas director Bishop Jorge Casaretto
that the government role is to respond to the country's most immediate needs. "I asked him for
the church's cooperation and told him that it is necessary to appeal to the solidarity of the whole of
society because all of us together have to help in difficult times to protect the weakest," said de la
Rua after meeting with Casaretto.

Recession has lasted two years
Argentina has been suffering a serious economic crisis since October 1998, and recovery is coming
more slowly than expected. Since he took office last December, de la Rua has implemented a severe
economic-adjustment program mandated by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) that included
drastic reductions in public spending and a pay cut of between 12% and 15% for 130,000 public
employees (see NotiSur, 2000-05-19, 2000-06-09).
The measures have met strong resistance, especially from unions. Labor groups took the
administration to court, and on July 12, Judge Miguel Angel Pirolo ruled against the government's
reduction of state employees' salaries. The government said it would appeal the ruling all the way to
the Corte Suprema de Justicia (CSJ) if necessary.

Reconciling campaign promises with reality
Following de la Rua's election, most analysts credited two campaign promises as most significant
in his victory: to modify the social and economic policies of former President Carlos Saul Menem
(1989-1999) and to eradicate the climate of corruption that surrounded the Menem administration.
While public confidence in the president's integrity and that of his administration is high,
frustration is increasing with the slowness of the administration's response to the effects of the
economic crisis.
In a Gallup poll published in the daily La Nacion July 16, 21% of those responding said they would
like to emigrate in search of better opportunities. The middle class has been the hardest hit by the
recession. The Gallup report indicated that 70% of the middle class had to reduce its consumption
during the first half of 2000. Argentina will be among the Latin American countries with the lowest
growth rate this year.
Despite optimistic predictions of 3.5% growth by Economy Minister Jose Luis Machinea, most
economists expect growth to be closer to 2%. A study by the private Instituto de Estado y
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Participacion predicts that, although the economy could reach an annual growth rate of 5% by
2008, unemployment could remain above 12%. While Machinea holds up some favorable economic
indicators, especially an increase in exports and a rise in foreign investment, they have had little
effect on most Argentines. "If you look at the picture, the panorama is discouraging," said Eduardo
Baglietto, head of the Camara de Construccion.
Of the country's 37 million people, about 4 million are un- or underemployed. Unemployment is the
most serious social problem in Argentina and a problem that de la Rua's governing Alianza, during
the electoral campaign, promised to confront. On July 20, the government statistics office (Instituto
Nacional de Estadisticas y Censo, INDEC) announced that the May unemployment rate was 15.4%,
up from 13.8% last October. The May figure is the highest rate in three years.
In the province of Buenos Aires, where one-third of the population lives, unemployment has
surpassed 16.6%, the highest in the country. Poverty is another persistent problem in Argentina. A
World Bank report released last March showed that 10 million people in Argentina live below the
poverty line. A private study in January showed that nearly 2 million Argentines live on US$1 a day
or less. The administration says that the nation's social problems were inherited from the Menem
administration and reminds people that it has only been in office six months.
Although most Argentines recognize the validity of those arguments, they seem less and less
inclined to accept them as an excuse for their continuing difficulties. The dismal economic situation
caused former President Raul Alfonsin (1983-1989) to warn de la Rua that, without significant
improvement, the Alianza could lose the legislative elections next year when half the deputies and
all the Senate seats are at stake.

Government announces new programs
On July 11, de la Rua announced a program to combat infant mortality by giving aid to 3 million
poor children and 650,000 mothers. In anticipation of the discouraging employment figures, de la
Rua tried to soften the blow by presenting new anti- poverty measures on July 18. In announcing the
measures, de la Rua reaffirmed his administration's commitment to fight poverty, which he called "a
reflection of the reality of widespread social injustice in Latin America."
The government's Plan Solidaridad will eventually benefit more than 480,000 families. It will be
coordinated by the Ministries of Social Development, Health, and Education and proposes to
guarantee basic food, health, and education necessities. It will give poor families subsidies ranging
from US$80 to US$120 per month to buy food, and will provide school scholarships and free medical
attention. It is expected to cost US$250 million during four years. As their commitment, families
receiving aid must keep their children in school and fulfill the health plan that includes inoculations
and periodic medical checkups.
The first experimental phase of the plan will benefit 24,000 families in towns in the interior of the
country. The pilot program will be financed with US$10 million from the present budget of the
Ministry of Social Development, headed by Graciela Fernandez de Meijide, the only woman in de la
Rua's Cabinet.
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Legislative approval of the budget for Fiscal Year 2001 will be necessary to provide the additional
money needed to reach the 480,000 needy families. The government has also decided to accelerate
the start of a huge public-works program, which will require an investment of US$21 million and
create 400,000 new jobs in the period 2000-2005. [Sources: Reuters, 06/27/00; CNN, 07/11/00, 07/16/00;
El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 07/13/00, 07/17/00; Clarin (Argentina), Notimex, Spanish news service
EFE, 07/18/00]
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